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Social responsibility and credit availability 
 
Linda Brennan, Swinburne University 
Wayne Binney, Victoria University  
 
Abstract 
 
There has been a widespread increase in the use of consumer credit and therefore consumer 
indebtedness. Some of this increase has been within that segment of the population least able 
to afford debt of any kind – welfare recipients. This qualitative study demonstrates some 
interesting attitudes to debt, as well as differences in peoples’ perceptions of acceptable debt 
and their debt-management strategies. This study suggests that action is required by those 
responsible for the marketing of credit to this vulnerable group and government policy-
makers to provide a socially responsible approach to manage this societal concern. 
  
Background to the study 
 
The combination of powerful market forces which help to ‘normalise’ the use of credit with a 
widespread lack of financial knowledge among vulnerable consumers makes debt a major 
issue of socio-political concern. The normalisation of debt among income support recipients 
is inevitably connected to the relationships between vulnerable members of society, financial 
institutions and the consumer marketplace – a marketplace and institutional setting which 
have provided easier and more convenient methods of gaining forms of credit, and may 
explain a growing acceptability of indebtedness. Reports on the rise of consumer credit use 
and demand inevitably coincide with those charting a rise in consumer debt (Griffiths 2000; 
Lunt and Livingstone 1992) and household insolvency (DeVaney and Lytton 1995). This 
connection provides an economic context for research into the growing acceptability of debt. 
It appears that debt has become more widespread, and therefore its social stigma may be 
diminishing. However, debt is not only a question of economics; consumer psychology and 
socio-demographic variables provide an equally important context within in which to view 
debt. 
 
This study explores attitudes to debt and indebtedness among a group of potentially 
vulnerable consumers of credit. It examines how their attitudes may have been influenced by 
generational shifts and trends in consumerism in recent decades. In Australia, income support 
recipients comprise groups of age pensioners, students, the disabled, the unemployed and 
single parents. One main government agency is responsible for delivering social security 
services to the community. Income support recipients are a group of people defined by the 
Australian government as vulnerable to debt and potentially in need of protection from the 
marketing activities of financial services organisations. This study was primarily interested in 
examining how participants might define debt, how they might classify their debts according 
to acceptability, and why some forms of indebtedness or borrowing fail to be seen as debt at 
all. The connection between attitudes toward debt and repayment behaviour was also 
investigated. The paper begins by reviewing the available literature and describing the 
research approach. The results are presented with discussion of the findings and their 
implications for the field.  
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The phenomenon of increasing levels of household and consumer debt has been gauged as an 
inevitable product of growth in the availability of consumer credit erupting in the 1980s 
which has seemingly seen growth ever since (Godwin 1997; Griffiths 2000; Pond 2000; 
Webley and Nyhus 2001). Prior studies in this area chart a significant trend emerging in the 
‘decade of debt’ (DeVaney and Lytton 1995; Godwin 1997) with rising debt and declining 
savings prevailing over prior economic conservatism. This is evidence of a generational shift 
over time, delineating savers from borrowers in terms of old and young (Dellande and 
Saporoschenko 2004; Micomonaco 2003). It is clear, therefore, that the debt phenomenon is 
long term, pervasive and inexorable. However, it is yet to be determined if all ‘consumers’ of 
consumer credit are appropriately informed as prospective customers of financial services 
institutions.  
 
Debt covers a wide and significant terrain in terms of consumer policy, as it not only relates 
to mass consumption and personal identity (Lunt and Livingstone 1992) but also to major 
economic shifts which directly affect vulnerable consumers. Vulnerable consumers such as 
pensioners, tertiary students and low-income earners are prominent in studies on debt 
(Braunsberger et al. 2004; Dellande and Saporoschenko 2004; Stegman and Faris 2003; 
Warwick and Mansfield 2000). This focus often coincides with investigations into credit card 
debt over other types of debt, with aggressive marketing targeting vulnerable consumers a 
cause for concern (see, for example, Warwick and Mansfield, 2000). Aggressive marketing 
of financial products, particularly credit products, to consumers who are vulnerable in terms 
of financial knowledge and income stability is of great concern (Braunsberger et al. 2004) 
primarily because it brings to light the direct connection between credit abuse and social 
inequality. There is no doubt that vulnerable consumers are increasingly ‘buying into’ a 
culture of consumption that is getting beyond their control.  
 
The role of advertising (or the media) in personal and consumer debt circulates in relation to 
the ‘culture of consumption’ (Micomonaco 2003) maintaining social position and the pursuit 
of unattainable lifestyles (Dellande and Saporoschenko 2004; Morgan and Christen 2003) 
and more explicitly the connection between “expanding debt in the process of want creation” 
(Griffiths, 2000 p.23). In addition, the issue of personal self-control in consumption is 
frequently cited (Bertaut and Haliassos 2002; Dellande and Saporoschenko 2004; Elliehausen 
and Lawrence 2001). Further, the ‘keeping up with the Joneses’ mentality is a powerful 
motivator behind indebtedness (Lunt and Livingstone, 1992; Morgan and Christen, 2003). 
These drivers for consumption may lead those trying to keep up appearances of being 
‘normal’ to incur debts that they simply cannot afford to repay.  
 
Much of the recent research is situated in the northern hemisphere, with in-depth 
examinations of Australians and their experience of personal debt remaining rather scarce. 
However, a consistent conclusion is that consumers are ill-equipped with adequate financial 
knowledge (Joo and Grable 2004; Kliger 2000). Added to this, the stigma attached to debt 
has been seen to lessen over time, and in its place, an acceptance of debt as an inevitable part 
of everyday life has become more widespread (Dellande and Saporoschenko, 2004; Griffiths 
2000). Of course, as indebtedness becomes more common, it is normalised or, in other words, 
“getting into debt makes debt seem not quite so bad” (Webley and Nyhus, 2001 p. 442) 
especially if the problem becomes culturally sanctioned in the consumers’ relevant reference 
groups.  
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This study concerns the wider social problem of debt and in particular aims to delineate 
where Australians draw the line between ‘debt’ and ‘problem debt.’ Four research questions 
developed for this study were: firstly, whether general attitudes to debt are negative, positive 
or indifferent; secondly, whether debt is seen as something the participants can control or not 
control; thirdly, whether participants believe that debt is common or particular to certain 
groups; and finally, and finally if adequate levels of financial knowledge and help-seeking 
behaviours are present and if so, where do they lead?  
 
Methodology 
 
In order to build an understanding of the emotional impact of, and attitudes towards debt, a 
qualitative approach was used for this study. Empirical data were collected from 120 research 
participants through a series of semi-structured in-depth interviews regarding people’s 
attitudes towards debt and their help-seeking behaviours when in debt. An informal 
discussion guide was developed in several stages to improve construct validity (Deshpandé 
1983): Stage one a review of the extant literature established the conceptual coverage of the 
project. In the third stage, ten informal open-ended interviews took place with people in a 
range of age groups to ascertain the types of questions which might be meaningfully 
answered. These interviews established the inherent difficulties in determining people’s 
feelings and eliciting previously unarticulated responses (Branthwaite 2002). In the third 
stage a series of ‘pilot’ interviews were undertaken with participants who were representative 
of the target audience (in this case income support recipients). It was particularly important to 
establish the style of language and questioning techniques appropriate for a potentially 
vulnerable group of participants (Guillemin and Gillam 2004). A stratified random sampling 
method was adopted. The profile of those who agreed to participate was representative of the 
population of income support recipients within Australia is shown in Table1.  
 
Table 1: Profile of participants  
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15-24  9 7 16 ACT    2   2 
25-34 20 16 36 NSW 2 7 9 5 2 2 27 
35-44 8 16 24 Queensland 2 10 3 7 3 3 28 
45-54 6 10 16 Victoria & Border* 10 8 18 9 11 7 63 
55-64 5 8 13 Total 14 25 30 23 16 12 120 
65-74 6 5 11         
> 75 2 2 4 Rural  5 6 28 16 12 9 76 
Total 56 64 120 Metropolitan 9 19 2 7 4 3 44 
    Total 14 25 30 23 16 12 120 
* Comprises semi rural locations on Vic/NSW/SA borders  
Income support recipients who had nominated on their application forms that they were 
willing to participate in research were recruited via an initial telephone call. These initial calls 
were undertaken by an external organisation to ensure that participation was entirely 
voluntary (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004) and that privacy was guaranteed (Nowak and Phelps 
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1997). The interviews took place in the participant’s home or in a comfortable location of 
their choice. To analyse the data, interviews were transcribed from tape into documents and 
analysed using a ‘hermeneutic method’ (Schwandt 2000; Smith and Fletcher 2004). Whilst 
this method is, by definition, interpretivist in outcome, there were three analysts involved in 
the interpretation and evaluation of the transcripts thus there were multiple ‘interpretations’ 
of the data and therefore we should expect less opportunity for individual bias. Any 
quotations used here are indicative and are used to illustrate the various viewpoints held.  
 
Outcomes of the research 
 
So what are people’s attitudes to debt? At the outset of this research, it was assumed that 
there would be a shared understanding of the meaning of ‘debt’ and that attitudes to debt 
would, therefore, be relatively simple to uncover. However, early in the research process it 
was discovered that there were different perspectives on exactly what constituted debt and 
this made the answering of first of the research questions problematic. Firstly, participants 
were very willing to describe their level of credit usage and attitudes to borrowing. However, 
they were unwilling to describe the use of credit as ‘debt.’ Debt was seen as something that 
could not or would not be repaid – it was not seen as the amount owing on borrowings or the 
amount of credit that was outstanding at a particular time. This was the case even for those 
people who were in significant levels of debt relative to their circumstances. Debt was, in the 
main, seen as something which was relatively socially unacceptable, even though it was 
‘normal”. Participants drew distinctions between acceptable and unacceptable debts and 
condoned future-oriented borrowing and rejected accumulation of debt for ‘everyday’ 
expenses as a mismanagement of funds. Mortgages, for example, were not recognised as 
debts but rather “investments in the future.” In line with the findings of Lunt and Livingstone 
(1992) ‘credit’ was differentiated from ‘debt.’ Thus, research question number two also 
remains unanswered because controlling debt is so strongly linked to the recognition that debt 
exists and many of the participants did not acknowledge their own debts although they could 
distinguish between debt and credit for others. 
 
In addition to the dichotomy between debt and credit, the rationale behind repayment of debts 
was largely informed by the nature of the relationship between the borrower and the lender – 
thus, participants prioritised repayment to relatives and friends before lending agencies, 
despite the higher interest rates incurred as a result. The sense of obligation to repay a debt 
was strongly related to the perceived sense of need attributed to the entity that had loaned the 
money. Thus, family and friends would ‘need’ the money more than a lending agency. In 
addition to this, the sense of obligation was linked to the perceived rigor of the collections 
process and behavioural consequences if not paid. Therefore, utilities and rent were likely to 
be paid because they collected more assiduously and they would cut the power off or take 
action to evict. Another important dimension to the concept of debt being restricted to those 
borrowings you cannot readily repay was the issue associated with social security debt. This 
type of debt was used as a form of ‘borrowing’ but those who used it did not feel an 
obligation to repay in any kind of timely manner. The priority for the repayment of debt 
would be family and friends first, followed by those organisations “which set the collectors 
on to you,” and finally, the income support agency or government instrumentality. This 
characterisation of debt as being a moral obligation only to those in more need leads directly 
to the accumulation of more debt as the people in the most need pay off non-interest 
accumulating ‘obligations’ while incurring even more debt. Further, borrowing power was 
seen by some as a method to avoid feeling “poor.”  
 5 
When the kids go back to school every year, I have to borrow money to get them new shoes 
and uniforms. You can’t send them to school looking like second class citizens; they get 
teased by the other kids. – Female 25-30  
This finding was generated from research question three which aimed to understand if debt 
was seen to be common for some (but not all). Linked to the perception that borrowing is 
normal for most, for some participants the debt-cycle was seen as “the new Aussie battle” 
and was seen as a “necessary evil.” They did not feel an ability to extricate themselves from 
debt and did not believe that they really needed to “as long as I can handle it.” For other 
participants, especially those heavily in debt, there was a sense that the organisations who 
were owed repayments “deserved it” for providing loans to a person they should have 
ascertained would not be in a position to repay. But there was also a sense that consumer 
credit organisations should demonstrate some social responsibility in loaning money to 
vulnerable people. 
  
In terms of question four, in this study, help-seeking behaviour was usually exhibited in 
participants obtaining money from one source to pay back another source. Participants did 
not think reducing their overall borrowings was a method of becoming debt free. No one 
thought to seek financial advice about their commitments or their budgets unless they were 
forced to due to threatened bankruptcy or by a complete inability to see their way out of the 
“debt trap.” “What do you mean I can get help, who would help me?” was an often repeated 
question in response to questions about how debt could be managed. Often the source of 
borrowing was an interest accumulating loan (low social obligation) in exchange for an 
interpersonal loan (high social obligation); thereby exacerbating the accrual of debt.  
 
Conclusions 
 
This study reflects the position that vulnerable consumers suffer from debt but are unlikely to 
seek help in the right quarters (if at all). The ways that participants in this study rationalise 
debt as an everyday occurrence and repay family and friends first before lending agencies 
points to a failure to recognise and implement good financial management strategies. 
Consumer education targeting this failure is recommended. On behalf of vulnerable 
consumers, lending agencies must ensure transparency in their communications and 
implement adequate safety nets. This study confirms the recommendations of De Vaney and 
Lytton (1995) in their examination of Household Insolvency which outline implications and 
directions for the credit industry, consumers, financial professionals/ educators and 
educators/researchers. However, it is not clear if these recommendations have been 
implemented. A “culture of debt” is reflected in this study as the vulnerable often lack the 
empowerment necessary to extricate themselves from debt burdens. With the participants in 
this study depending upon governmental income support, the findings may hold implications 
for welfare reform (Stegman, 2003). Lea, Webley et al. (1995) contend that a reduction in the 
incidence of debt will come about as a result of a reduction in the impact of poverty so that 
issues of social equality are put high on the agenda of governmental bodies. Currently, 
Australian income support recipients are paying a high price for their lack of knowledge 
about managing debt.  
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